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Hits and Misses in Teaching Russian in the US:
The Perspectives of Instructors, Students, and Enrollment
Ludmila Isurin
Introduction
In U.S. universities, interest in learning Russian as a foreign language has
been relatively steady over the last 50 years. The so-called “Sputnik
effect”―a surge of interest in the Russian language due to the launch of
the first Soviet sputnik in 1957 and, as a result, the shocking revelation
that the USSR might become a serious rival―is considered the beginning
of a new era, during which Russian language programs were established
at major American universities. The interest in learning Russian did not
subside during Gorbachev’s Perestroika in the mid-1980s; neither did it
weaken right after the collapse of the USSR in 1991. There was a short
period of apathy towards the Russian language and Russia, in general, in
the mid-1990s and early 2000s, when the total national enrollment in
Russian programs dropped from 44,626 students in 1990 to 24,729 in 1995
(Comer, 2012). The belief that Russia no longer poses a threat to the U.S.
and that it is turning into a democratic country, combined with an
economic recession in the U.S. in the first decade of the new century,
resulted in relatively lower enrollment rates for those years (e.g., 20062007 according to the OSU data). However, regardless of any changes in
the political climate and the relationship between the two countries, the
U.S. State Department still has the Russian language on the list of
languages critical to the country’s national security. For example, a recent
comprehensive study by the U.S. Census Bureau in 2010 (Isurin, in press)
and an open announcement of the Metaphor project by the U.S.
Intelligence Community in 2011 (IARPA-BAA-11-04) involved the
Russian language. Major government agencies come to annual job fairs
on university campuses with the intention to recruit the best foreign
language majors, and many young Americans still choose Russian as
their major. The cloud of mystery surrounding the once tightly closed
country, the exotic and challenging language, and the prospect of
landing a government job convince many students to choose Russian as a
foreign language (FL) requirement or as their specialty. Although only
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1.7% of all students studying foreign languages at the university level
choose Russian (Rifkin, 2005) and Russian programs are relatively small
compared to Spanish programs, the importance of the Russian language
for U.S. academia and the U.S. government is hard to deny. Yet, there has
been relatively little research done on Russian programs in the U.S. and
on major issues concerning the teaching and learning of Russian, as well
as other factors that may affect students’ language proficiency and their
general interest in and motivation for studying Russian.
In this article, I discuss the results of a recent study assessing the
Russian language program at The Ohio State University (OSU). The
Russian program at OSU is one of the biggest in the country, with 100120 Russian majors and 500 undergraduate students enrolled in the first
three years of courses in Russian every year. The issues raised in this
article found some reflection in earlier publications, which will be
discussed in the next section.
1. Russian language programs in the U.S.
In the last two decades, a few major issues concerning Russian programs
in the U.S. have been raised: the proficiency level attained by graduating
Russian majors and factors contributing to their success; as well as the
methodology of teaching FL in American universities. The above issues
in teaching Russian today are central to the current study.
Rifkin (2005) discusses one of the major problems faced by
Russian language programs: The question of what degree of language
proficiency students can achieve in four years of undergraduate studies.
Since the ACTFL (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign
Languages) published its Proficiency Guidelines for Speaking, Reading,
Listening, and Writing (2012)1, most American universities adapted their
curricula in order to meet the goal of language proficiency for each level
of FL classes, as well as to ensure that graduating majors reached the
desired level of proficiency. Rifkin argues that the guidelines do not
differentiate the level of difficulty that each of the foreign languages
poses to American speakers. These differences are clearly reflected in
language categories established by the Defense Language Institute,
where Romance and Germanic languages are placed in category 1 and 2,
respectively; Russian in a category 3 language; and languages such as
Chinese, Korean, and Arabic are in category 4. What those differences
1

http://actflproficiencyguidelines2012.org/ last accessed on June 25, 2013.
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translate to in practice is that the level of difficulty in learning a given
language increases with the higher category number. In practical terms,
it is assumed that a native speaker of English will need more time and
effort to learn languages placed in a higher category. However, the U.S.
higher educational system and the ACTFL Proficiency guidelines
overlook this crucial aspect. Students learning Spanish and Russian
spend the same number of hours in FL classrooms, which is about 410
hours in four years (Rifkin, 2005: 12). In contrast, the Defense Language
Institute determined that learners with average language aptitude would
need 720 hours of classroom instruction to reach the desired level of
proficiency for category 1 languages, such as Spanish and French, and
1,320 hours for category 3 languages, such as Russian. Clearly, the goal of
attaining such a high level of proficiency through classroom instruction
in the university setting becomes unattainable for a student with average
language aptitude. Rifkin (2005) demonstrates the role of immersion
programs in solving this problem. The data collected over three years in
the Middlebury Summer Language School undeniably speak in favor of
immersion programs or study abroad, in general, as a crucial factor in
reaching the desired level of language proficiency prescribed by the
ACTFL guidelines. The author furthers his argument by providing
additional findings from an earlier study conducted at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison. According to that study, students without
immersion experiences completed fourth-year Russian classes with
intermediate-low listening proficiency and only intermediate-mid
reading and speaking proficiency. This is further supported by numbers
quoted by Comer (2012): among 658 students tested in 1990, the majority
performed only at the ACTFL Intermediate level of proficiency after two,
three, four, and even five years of learning Russian (140). In addition,
Comer discusses results of a different study that showed that 88% of
students with three years of Russian and 66% with four years attained
the Intermediate (Mid- or Low) rating. Moreover, only 10% of all test
takers showed an Advanced level of listening proficiency. The author
emphasizes that even in the same cohort of students, the development of
language skills is very uneven: after five years of language learning, half
of the students reached the Superior level in their reading proficiency,
but two-thirds of that group reached only the Intermediate level in
listening skills. This raises a legitimate question: are the ACTFL’s
guidelines realistic and do they set expectations that cannot be met
through classroom instruction for Russian language learners?
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Voices of discontent about the current proficiency guidelines and
the testing procedure in particular, have been raised before. One of the
disputed areas concerns the OPI (Oral Proficiency Interview). Along with
studies showing success in applying the ACTFL guidelines to measuring
speaking skills (e.g., Surface & Dierdorff, 2003), a number of publications
express a growing concern with the reliability of the existing guidelines
(Chalhoub-Deville & Fulcher, 2003; Luecht, 2003; Malone, 2003 ),
especially when those guidelines are applied to the less commonly
taught languages (Watanabe, 2003). Isurin (2012) takes this argument a
step further and argues that the high expectations placed by the ACTFL
guidelines do not reflect discourse exhibited by native Russian speakers
in a natural setting. All of the above suggest that the ACTFL guidelines
set unrealistic guidelines and may raise unrealistic expectations for
students who choose Russian as their area of specialization.
Along with the important question of the ACTFL guidelines
comes another question: how is Russian taught at U.S. universities and is
this approach optimal? Comer (2012) gives an extensive overview of the
methodologies for teaching Russian that were prevalent in the U.S. (as
well as in the USSR) since Russian programs were established in North
America in the 1960s. Over the last two or three decades, one of the most
dominant approaches to teaching FLs and the one that is important for
the present discussion remains Communicative Language Teaching
(CLT). From a theoretical perspective, CLT’s main notion rests on the
idea that language acquisition is different from language learning and
that the learner can acquire only those aspects of language that are
presented to him in a meaningful form. In practical terms, it assumes that
all communication in the FL classroom is conducted in the target
language, the negotiation of meaning is placed in a relevant context, and
the learner is given sufficient input from which he must extract linguistic
regularities or disambiguate the meaning. The role of the instructor in
such an environment becomes more that of a facilitator than a leader. The
CLT is not a theory; rather, it remains an “approach,” which leaves the
door open to a combination of other methodologies that can be used
along with CLT. As Comer (2012) notes, most FL programs in North
America have never implemented a strong “focus on meaning” version
of CLT; instead, a new direction within the CLT approach emerged in the
1990s, which is known as “focus on form.” However, despite theoretical
differences between the two approaches, the main pedagogical tenets
remain similar and place much focus on communication in the target
28
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language. The almost unquestionable adherence to the CLT methodology
is demonstrated by the OSU example, where annual workshops for all
incoming GTAs (Graduate Student Associate) and lecturers are held two
weeks prior to the beginning of the new academic year. All new
instructors from all FL departments must go through the same
mandatory training sessions, where the main aspects of CLT are laid out
through lectures, sample lessons, peer teaching sessions, and afternoon
sessions held by individual departments that address issues specific to
those languages. Most FL departments offer a follow-up course on
teaching methodology that is offered in the fall of the new academic year.
The course is mandatory for all GTAs and it is the university’s
expectation that foreign language teaching and learning will happen in
the same manner across all FL departments at OSU.
Comer (2012) also analyzes textbooks that were published as a
response to CLT methodology and that currently are used by most
Russian programs in the U.S. These include Golosa (Robin, Henry, &
Robin, 1994), Nachalo: When in Russia (Lubensky, Ervin & Jarvis, 1996),
Troika (Nummikoski, 1996), and Russian Stage One: Live from Moscow
(Davidson, Lekic, & Gor, 1996). A close analysis of a selected mid-book
chapter from each textbook shows that they all have roughly the same
number of communicative activities and that all textbooks reflect CLT’s
priority of contextualizing language use. The author provides some
criticism of these activities that―despite their unquestionable
value―may become a one-on-one activity between teacher and student
and leave out the rest of the group, thus rendering the whole purpose of
the activity ineffective (147). The popularity of the current Russian
textbooks is evident through their multiple editions, which reflect a
changing linguistic and cultural situation. The author singles out
Nachalo―the main material used in the Russian program at OSU―as a
textbook that underwent the biggest reorganization and now includes
multiple meaning-based activities. However, he rightly notes that
“personalized questions and role-play activities allow for learners to
express themselves in different contexts and about different subjects. It
depends entirely [emphasis added] on the teacher, however, if these
exchanges include the negotiation of meaning…” (Comer, 2012: 151).
To summarize, the prior publications and earlier studies showed
that Russian language programs in the U.S. face a few major problems,
such as unrealistic proficiency goals set by the ACTFL guidelines, the
insufficient time for language learning via classroom instruction only,
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and the inefficiency of the textbook if it is not utilized correctly by the
instructor. The current study is aimed at shedding more light on the
issues of proficiency level in acquiring Russian as a FL, textbook use, and
classroom instruction, as they are perceived by students and instructors.
2. Study
2.1 Methodology
2.1.1 Research question
The present study aims at exploring students’ and instructors’
perspectives on the same issues and answering the following questions:
- What factors attract students to and sustain their interest in
Russian? How is it reflected in the enrollment data?
- How do students assess their proficiency level? Is the instructors’
assessment the same or different?
- What is the students’ and instructors’ perspective on the teaching
methodology employed by the Russian program at OSU?
- What
changes
would
both
parties
like
to
see?
2.1.2 Site
The present study was conducted at the Department of Slavic and East
European Languages and Cultures (DSEELC) at OSU in the 2011-2012
academic years. OSU has one of the biggest Russian programs in the
nation, and Russian remains the main Slavic language offered by the
department. Each year, about 500 students are enrolled in a three-year
language program 2, 100-120 of whom are majoring in Russian, 25-30 of
whom are minoring in Russian, and other students who are taking
Russian as an FL GEC requirement (OSU requires that most
undergraduate students complete four courses of a foreign language).
Students taking Russian as a GEC requirement take the first four quarterbased courses (Elementary and Intermediate), that is RU101-104, while
majors need to complete three years of Russian. Although DSEELC offers
fourth-year Russian courses, they are not required for the degree.
The program has about 24 GTAs teaching the majority of
undergraduate language classes. All GTAs take the mandatory
university-wide training workshop and a Departmental follow-up
In order to accommodate students who may not decide on their major in their freshman
year, the program requires three years of Russian and offers the fourth year courses as
electives.
2

30

Russian Language Journal, Vol. 63, 2013

methodology course described above. In addition, they are provided
with the Departmental GTA Handbook, which spells out concrete
instructional goals and intended learning outcomes for all Russian
language courses. These goals and outcomes, developed by the
Language Coordinator in consultation with the Department’s Chair, are
based on the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines for four major skills (i.e.,
speaking, listening, writing, and reading) as they relate to the curriculum
employed in the program. The textbook material (e.g., chapter numbers
and major grammar and lexical units) pertaining to an expected
proficiency level is also reflected in the departmental goals, for example,
students completing four courses of Russian (the GEC requirement) are
expected to perform, at least, at the Novice High level in all four skills,
while Russian majors completing the third year of Russian are expected
to be at least at the Intermediate Mid-level. Clearly, the goals and
outcomes developed by the department are more reflective of reality
than ACTFL’s guidelines, yet they may be quite frustrating to the learner
who unrealistically expects a much higher level of language proficiency
at the end of the three-year language program. The departmental goals
and outcomes are the key instrument in designing language courses and
they are reflected in language syllabi. DSEELC offers 3-4 sections of
elementary Russian, two sections of Intermediate Russian, and one to
two sections of third-year Russian. In addition, Russian is offered
through the Center of Individualized Instruction (I.I.), where students
study independently and at their own pace and have regular one-on-one
meetings with an instructor. On average, 35-40% of students enrolled in
Russian language courses study the language through individualized
instruction. I.I. accommodates students with conflicting schedules,
heritage speakers whose speaking abilities may outperform those of
other students in respective classes, or those learners who work better on
their own. However, Russian majors are required to take all courses in
the third-year sequence through classroom instruction.
CLT is the methodology employed by the Russian program at
OSU. The work of GTAs is supervised closely by the Language
Coordinator, who conducts weekly meetings and regular class
visitations. Moreover, GTAs teaching different sections of the same
course are expected to work in teams in order to ensure that all students
are exposed to the same material and are tested the same way. Each team
is responsible for creating new tests and giving students ample
opportunities to choose the best time for individual oral exams. Such
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teamwork has its own pros and cons: new GTAs are given a solid
support group and develop a valuable pedagogical experience in
creating new tests. On the other hand, more experienced GTAs may feel
constrained by the team rules in their desire to develop a personal
teaching style or feel frustrated by the human factor involved in any
teamwork. The GTAs’ enthusiasm in teaching and engaging students in
extracurricular activities can be demonstrated by the following examples.
There are, at least, two traditions that have been around for a few
decades and have not lost enthusiasm: a weekly Russian Table (an
informal gathering of undergraduate students and GTAs) and a
quarterly Kapustnik (talent show). Both activities are organized solely by
GTAs and aim to bring more interest and enthusiasm to undergraduate
students learning Russian.
2.1.3 Participants
Three separate groups of participants took part in the study. First,
students (N=41) completing the Intermediate Russian course (RU104, the
fourth quarter class) were offered an exit survey. Most of those students
took Russian because they chose to major in Russian (44%) or as an FL
GEC requirement (26.8%). Second, third-year Russian students, RU502
(N=15) completing the second course (out of a sequence of three) were
surveyed. Most of those students (66.7%) were Russian majors who are
required to complete the course for the degree. Finally, Russian language
instructors (N=12)3 participated in the study. On average, each instructor
has taught three to four different Russian language courses in the
program by the time of the study. For the sake of brevity, the groups will
be referred to as RU104 students, RU502 students, and Instructors,
respectively.
2.1.4 Materials and procedure
Three separate surveys were developed for each group of participants,
with the majority of the questions overlapping. Non-overlapping
questions concerned issues that were specific to each group. The number
of questions for the student groups remained the same (N=19), while
instructors were asked fewer questions (N=15) (see Appendix). The
questions were straightforward and most were in multiple choice
Not all GTAs chose to participate in the study; some teach Slavic Languages other than
Russian, while others teach Literature or Culture courses.
3
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formats, which often allowed for more than one answer. A few openended questions were analyzed qualitatively. The content of the
questions and the responses will be discussed in more detail later.
All participants were surveyed anonymously either by the author
of this paper (RU104, Instructors) or by the Language Coordinator
(RU504). Participation was voluntary and not rewarded. The results of
the surveys were analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. The
enrollment data were provided by the department upon the researcher’s
request and was analyzed quantitatively. The results of the study are
discussed in light of the above research questions.
2.2 Results
2.2.1 Why Russian?
In order to better understand the dynamic of enrollment in FL classes, we
need not only look at possible trends revealed by the enrollment data but
also to get into the learners’ minds and find out why they chose a
particular language and what they plan to do―if anything―with the
language in their post-college career. The analysis of responses from the
RU104 group showed that 44% of students came to the Russian program
with the intention of majoring in Russian and their intention has not
changed (cf.: 9.8% changed their mind and no longer plan to major in
Russian). The overwhelming majority (70.7%) find their knowledge of
Russian beneficial for their future career and 39% find Russian “exotic
and challenging,” which was what attracted them to the language in the
first place. While some students chose Russian purely to meet the GEC
requirements (26.8%) and just a few because of their heritage (12.2%),
clearly, the driving force behind choosing Russian remains its
instrumental value. This is further exemplified by how students see a
place for Russian in their future careers. This analysis was based only on
responses provided by Russian majors. The majority of RU104 students
(55.6%) are optimistic about finding a government job, while there are
fewer RU502 students who think this way (30%), and the feeling of
uncertainty in employment opportunities dramatically increases (16.7%
for RU104 compared with 40% for RU502). Surprisingly, none of the
third-year majors expressed an intention of applying to graduate
programs, whereas 27.8% of majors in RU104 did. When the third-year
Russian students were asked about the biggest hurdle they see in landing
a job related to the Russian language, the highest response rate was for
insufficient proficiency (33.3%), followed by the current economic
33
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situation in the U.S. (26.7%). None of the students expressed lack of
interest in finding such a job. In other words, students become less sure
they would be able to use their Russian in the job market as they
progress in the language.
If we look now at the data showing enrollment in all three-year
Russian courses over the last six years, it is clear that apart from a
sudden spike in 2009 (N=562), the numbers for the rest of the years are
rather steady (around 400-450), showing sustained interest in Russian
(Fig. 1).

Fig. 1: Enrollment (N)
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The average attrition rate for the first four courses of Elementary and
Intermediate levels is somewhat surprising: attrition rate is 33% after the
first class (RU101), followed by 28% after the third class in the sequence
(28%). The lowest attrition rate (15%) is registered after the second class
of the sequence (RU102), which would be a more logical prediction of the
spike in attrition, as the realization of the complexity of the Russian
language compared with other languages offered as a GEC alternative at
the university usually comes after the first or second course in the
sequence. Conversely, a relatively high number of students chose not to
continue with Russian after the first three years of the sequence. Given
the investment that the learner had made in the three preceding courses,
this finding is rather troubling (Fig. 2).
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Enrollment (N)

Fig. 2: Enrollment for RU101RU104
(average for six years)
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2.2.2 How much Russian is enough?
The next question posed by the study concerned students’ proficiency in
Russian. It was outside the scope of this investigation to administer any
formally recognized proficiency tests to the participants. Although selfreported proficiency may be viewed as an unreliable source of
information, it is worth noting that Marian, Blumenfeld, and
Kaushanskaya (2007) analyzed the results of multiple psycholinguistic
experimental studies and concluded that self-reported proficiency did
correlate with the individual’s linguistic performance. Also, all
participants in this study reported “good” (B) or “excellent” (A) grades
in their language classes. Since the program adheres to strict proficiency
guidelines discussed earlier, we can assume that all students met
proficiency expectations in their respective classes.
First, let us look at the students’ perception of the level of
difficulty that each of the three components―pronunciation, vocabulary,
and grammar―poses to them. The majority of RU104 students (56%)
named grammar as the most difficult aspect, whereas third-year students
were split equally between grammar and vocabulary (20%). When asked
about the perceived difficulty of each component, first in the Elementary
Russian class and later in the Intermediate Russian class, students
showed more confidence in their pronunciation skills and much less
confidence in their knowledge of grammar compared with their initial
perception of the Russian language. The level of difficulty was measured
on a scale of ten, with one being easiest and ten being the most difficult.
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The results were collapsed in the following way: 1-3 – the easiest, 4-7 –
medium difficulty; 8-10 – the hardest. Figs. 3-5 present results on each
individual aspect of the language and the way it evolved over four
courses.
This resonates with the results on the RU502 group, where an
equal number of students (20%) named both vocabulary and grammar as
areas that remain the most problematic. Furthermore, the instructors
overwhelmingly named grammar as the most difficult language
component to teach (66.7%), followed by pronunciation (25%).
The next step was to look at the self-reported proficiency in each
of the four skills across both groups of students. The same ten-point scale
(1 – poor, 10 – excellent) was used for this question.

Fig. 3: Pronunciation skills (%)
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Fig. 4: Vocabulary skills (%)
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Fig. 5: Grammar skills (%)
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The analysis collapsed the results into three groups (i.e., poor,
satisfactory, and good), following the above scale. Figs. 6 and 7 give a
comparison of the skill development across the two groups.

Fig. 6: Self-rated proficiency:
RU104
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40
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20
0

Listening
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As we can see, the development of all four skills in the first four
classes follows a relatively smooth path, with listening skills presenting
more problems and speaking fewer. A striking difference here is a more
uneven distribution of acquisition success in the third-year students.
Unlike in the earlier classes, here nobody reported poor proficiency in
reading and speaking and there is a sharp spike at the middle level (80%
for all but reading, where satisfactory proficiency was reported by
66.7%). However, good proficiency in speaking was reported by a very
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low number of students in both groups (14.6% for RU104 and 20% for
RU502), which leaves speaking as neither a good nor an overly poor skill.
When asked about the least proficient area, both groups of students
named listening, with the third-year students having more difficulties
with listening comprehension (46.7% compared with 35.9% for RU104).

Fig. 7: Self-rated proficiency: RU502
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This was further supported by the Instructors’ perspective, 33.3% of
whom identified listening comprehension as the most problematic area
in students’ language proficiency in general. Both speaking and reading
seem to be improving over time, in the learners’ and instructors’ view.
However, writing poses more problems for the third-year students, and
that area was reported as the most problematic by half of the instructors
(Table 1).
Table 1
Least proficient skill (%)
Skill/Group
RU104

RU502

Speaking
Reading
Writing
Listening

26.7
6.7
20
46.7

38

35.9
15.3
15.3
35.9

Instructor’s
Perspective
16.7
8.3
50
33.3

Russian Language Journal, Vol. 63, 2013

One of the factors that contribute to the development of language
proficiency in students is the amount of time they spend studying the
language outside the classroom. In the absence of an immersion or study
abroad program and with the limited number of hours of classroom
instruction, students are expected to put more effort into studying the
language on their own. However, as Table 2 shows, students in higherlevel classes tend to spend less time preparing for Russian classes, with
only 26.7% still spending 3-5 hours a week on Russian outside the
classroom, compared with their counterparts in RU104 (43.9% ).
Table 2
Hours spent on preparing for Russian classes (%)
Hours/Group
RU104
Less than an hour
0
1-2 hrs.
22
2-3 hrs.
26.8
3-5 hrs.
43.9
Over 5 hrs.
7.3

RU502
6.7
26.7
33.3
26.7
6.7

Studying abroad remains one of the most important factors in
pushing the learner’s language proficiency to the advanced level (Rifkin,
2005). Russian majors at the OSU who study in Russia attend our eightweek summer program in Omsk or Moscow. The results of the study
showed that the majority of the third-year students who studied in
Russia significantly improved their language skills (62.5%). Among the
major communication problems with Russians in Russia, the participants
of the study reported lack of sufficient vocabulary, poor listening
comprehension skills, pronunciation problems, and the lack of adequate
knowledge of cultural scripts and cultural etiquette. However, study
abroad programs remain highly expensive and 75.6% of the RU104
students who did not do the immersion program in Russia expressed
interest in participating in such programs if they were less expensive.
2.2.3 What works and what does not work?
The next question raised by the study concerned those factors that may
contribute to the ultimate success of FL learning. Here I would like to
triangulate three factors―methodology of teaching, the textbook, and the
role of the instructor―and look at all three through the eyes of the
39
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learner and the instructor. The results of this analysis are summarized in
Table 3.
Table 3
Communicative Teaching, Textbook, and Instructor (%)
Factor/Group
RU104
RU502
Instructors
CLT (very efficient)
61
80
50
Textbook “Nachalo” (very good) 14.6
N/A
8.3
Instructor (very good)
75.6
86.7
N/A
CLT found approval by all three groups of participants.
Interestingly, students tend to support the approach more than
instructors and the third-year Russian students overwhelmingly
supported the current methodology (80%). The analysis of discursive
responses suggested that some students feel that more explanation in
English is needed in earlier classes, while others express concern that
some instructors use more English than others and the use of the nontarget language makes learning the language less efficient. A separate
analysis of the instructors’ perspective on CLT and the use of English in
the classroom showed that 33.3% use English 20-30% of the time in the
classroom. According to the discursive responses, the need for English
arises when complex grammatical concepts are introduced, when an
individual student or the entire group are confused and switching to
English makes the explanation more efficient and saves time, or when
the directions for the communicative activity are too complex for the
students’ level of proficiency.
Clearly, the evaluation of Nachalo produced a very low rating
among the students and instructors (a few RU104 students clearly stated
that a change of textbook is among the most important changes that they
want to see in the program), whereas the professional level of instructors
was rated highly by both groups of students. This brings up the next
question: Which factor makes the process of learning Russian the most
enjoyable for students or the most efficient for instructors? Again, the
role of the instructor gets the highest number of responses, followed by a
general interest in Russian (Table 4).
In addition, 41.7% of the instructors pointed out that not only the
instructor’s enthusiasm and interest in teaching but also the instructor’s
personality plays a great role in the students’ success. In other words,
when the methodology of Russian teaching is placed in a larger picture
40
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with other variables, it is the student’s motivation to learn the language
and the instructor’s role in making the learning happen that play the
biggest role in the ultimate success of the acquisition process.
Table 4
Factors that made the process of Russian the most enjoyable (%)
Factors/Group
RU104
RU502
Instructors
Instructors
80.5
93.3
75
Method of teaching
29.3
60
33.3
Textbook
0
13.3
N/A
Size of classes
48.8
33.3
25
Ample time
36.6
33.3
16.6
General interest in Russian
61
86.7
N/A
2.2.4 What to change?
Obviously, most FL programs are interested not only in attracting
students to their classes, but also retaining them past the first Elementary
course and, hopefully, instilling enough interest for some of those to
choose the target language as their area of specialization. Thus, the
attrition experienced by the very first class (discussed earlier) becomes a
sign of the program’s success or failure. Yet, rarely do we look into
reasons behind the students’ decision not to continue with the language.
In this study, 42.9% of non-majors indicated that they will not continue
with learning Russian under any circumstances. Most of those students
either have little interest in languages or see no potential benefits of
learning more Russian. The present study was more interested in those
learners who could have become Russian majors or would have
continued with the language past the first Intermediate level course to
fulfill a GEC requirement. The analysis of the discursive responses of
47.6% of non-majors who expressed regrets in not being able to continue
with learning Russian (out of all non-majors who chose not to continue)
identified two trends: the lack of time to continue with Russian (student
took Russian classes late in their academic career, which was the case in
the present study) or the lack of belief in reaching the desired level of
speaking proficiency without an immersion/study abroad program,
which remains unaffordable for many students. This suggests that more
efforts should be made to make students aware of job opportunities and
alternative ways of getting immersed in the Russian language (e.g.
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Middlebury summer program, Indiana University or Pittsburg
University summer schools).
Currently, the Russian program at OSU does not offer classes on
Translation; Business Russian is offered quite irregularly; Pronunciation
class is offered every three years and is open only to third-year students
(since the course is not required for the degree, many students graduate
before they can take it); and the explicit teaching of culture is
discouraged in most Russian language classes. This motivated another
question: Do students and instructors feel a need for introducing such
topics/courses earlier or emphasizing them more through current
classroom instruction? Table 5 demonstrates the findings.
Table 5
Topics/themes that should be introduced earlier or emphasized more
Topics/Groups
RU502
Instructors
Translation
33.3
41.6
Pronunciation/accent correction
60
50
Culture and cultural appropriateness
26.7
58.3
Pop culture and slang
20
8.3
Russian for business
20
16.6
More than half of the third-year students (60%) and half of the
instructors expressed a need to focus more on pronunciation early on.
Also, some students provided additional feedback, saying that they
would like to see more pronunciation correction in the classroom or more
explicit teaching of pronunciation. It is worth noting that pronunciation
was not named as the most problematic area by either of the two groups
of students or by the instructors (the latter had pronunciation added to
the four skills in the question on the least proficient skill). On a side note,
as the only instructor teaching the pronunciation course in the program, I
can add that exposing students to pronunciation rules in Russian in the
third year of their Russian study creates a shocking revelation for the
students and a challenging task for the instructor. After almost three
years of FL classes, students come to this class with clearly identified
foreign accents that are often hard to correct in only one course. Thus, I
waive prerequisites and open the class to students who have completed
at least the first Intermediate level course.
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Another interesting finding concerned the discrepancy between
the Instructors’ desire to introduce more cultural etiquette and cultural
appropriateness (58.3%) and the lack of corresponding interest on the
part of the students (26.7%). Here we can suggest that only those
students who have the firsthand experience of living in Russia may be
aware of cultural differences existing between the two countries.
Besides idiosyncratic responses concerning possible changes in
the program, one suggestion clearly featured in both student groups:
students feel a need for more class meetings a week. Currently, all
Elementary level classes meet three times a week (each class session is 78
minutes long) and second- and third-year classes have two sessions a
week (117 minutes each). Intuitively―and rightly so―students identify
an undeniable effect of the learning spread over time rather than
condensed in longer but less frequent sessions, which would give them
more chances to practice their language skills in class. In other words, the
same number of contact hours spread evenly over all weekdays seem a
solution to the problem.
3. Discussion
The second decade of the 21st century made many people in U.S.
academia wonder: What is the fate of the least commonly taught
languages, including Russian? The shocking suspension of seven small
programs, including the Russian program, at the University of New
York, Albany, in 2010 made many academics in the Russian field aware
that the Sputnik era is over and that interest in Russian should not be
taken for granted, regardless of its place on the list of languages critical
to the national security of the U.S. The economic downfall, budget cuts
suffered by most academic programs, and the shrinkage of graduate
programs brought about a sobering realization that during turbulent
economic times the “survival of the fittest” law may well apply to
academia. The high cost of tuition poses a challenge to the average
American family struck by unemployment and debt. As a result, fewer
students enter the university and more students may think about their
college years as a springboard to their future professional career rather
than a few years of “passing time” in college. Moreover, most students
would like to see their future in more certain terms. Like never before,
the instrumental value of higher education becomes a necessity. To bring
the two sides of the coin together, on the one hand, the U.S. academic
world has FL programs that underwent severe budget cuts and accept
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fewer graduate students. This leads to an increase of FL class size, since
fewer GTAs who are the major power force in big universities are
available and fewer sections of the course can be offered. The increased
class size will adversely affect the proficiency level that a student can
achieve. On the other hand, bleak employment prospects, in combination
with the students’ awareness of the unattainable language proficiency
needed for job placement, may drive students away from Russian
programs. This argument may explain the relatively high attrition rate in
the last course of the GEC sequence and the rising sense of uncertainty
among third-year Russian majors reported in this study. As Rifkin (2005)
and Comer (2012) point out, the advanced proficiency level required by
most government jobs cannot be reached in three, four, or even five years
of classroom instruction.
The next step in breaking through the proficiency level depends
greatly on the availability of an immersion or study abroad program.
Long gone are the 1990s, when going to Russia with a few hundred
dollars would make the individual feel like a millionaire. Moscow is one
of the most expensive cities in the world. The cost of most study abroad
programs offered by Russian universities is equal to European costs and
unaffordable to most American students. Rifkin’s (2005) argument that
the $7,000 tuition and accommodation cost at the Davis School of Russian
at Middlebury College is a competitive solution to study abroad
programs does not sound convincing.
Where does all this leave Russian programs in their attempt not
only to survive, but also to thrive during difficult economic times? How
can we do the almost impossible under the most challenging
circumstances?
The results of the present study identified certain hits and misses
in teaching Russian in one of the nation’s biggest programs. The first big
concern is the proficiency level that students expect to reach and that the
program fails to provide. Maybe it is time to openly admit that the
unrealistic goals set by the ACTFL guidelines need to be revisited and
adjusted to each specific language category based on its complexity and,
consequently, the number of academic hours needed for its mastery.
Here I would join Rifkin’s (2005) call to reinterpret those guidelines in
light of the ceiling effect that should be different for each language.
Next, more realistic learning goals and outcomes, such as those
established by the OSU Russian program, need to be spelled out clearly,
not just in the GTAs’ Handbook, but also to those learners who start the
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challenging journey of learning Russian. I can hear voices of concern:
Would the prospect of never achieving the desired high level of
proficiency drive students away from Russian programs and lead to a
drop in enrollment and, as a result, expose the vulnerability of small FL
programs? Clearly, there is a big threat that this can happen. However, if
early on the learner is informed about the level that he is likely to reach
through only classroom instruction and knows about a way this
proficiency level can be advanced, he may put more effort into studying
the language and finding additional resources to improve his skills.
Practice shows that students can be rather resourceful if they are driven
enough. As an illustration, a few years ago an OSU student who could
not afford to go to Russia and study Russian in an immersion setting
moved for a short period to Brooklyn, NY, where she found a Russian
roommate and worked on her Russian while living in the heart of the
biggest Russian community in the U.S. I do not promote the idea of
sending our students to Brooklyn instead of Russia. The point I am trying
to make is that when faced with their realistic prospects, students can
become more motivated and more creative in improving their Russian.
Another approach would be to inform undergraduate students
more about graduate school options. To my surprise, most of them
remain unaware of the financial benefits or professional opportunities
that graduate schools offer. We should admit that increasingly the U.S.
undergraduate degree is becoming insufficient for landing good jobs.
Most private sector companies and, above all, government agencies
require at least an M.A. degree. Hard economic times struck graduate
programs more than undergraduate ones in the U.S. They will―and
probably should―remain highly competitive. However, one cannot
deny the fact that graduate students have more advantages to improve
their proficiency level through additional Advanced level classes and the
ACTR study abroad program. I do not promote the idea that all students
entering the program should get their Ph.D. degrees and become
professors; nor do I expect that all undergraduate students should
consider graduate school. On the contrary, I believe that an additional
two years in the program at the graduate level will increase students’
chances of being professionally employed. Not everyone can take
advantage of this opportunity, but it is our responsibility to talk to our
majors and inform them about it. The fact that none of the surveyed
majors a year before their graduation considered graduate school is
rather troubling.
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The typical Russian program also should undergo certain
changes. So far we have seen that CLT found support among students
and instructors. The triangulation of three factors―method, textbook,
and the role of the instructor―showed the tremendous role of the
instructor in students’ success. The high rating that instructors received
in this study shows that the method employed by the program and the
textbook used for Elementary Russian become secondary and may be
overwritten by the instructor’s enthusiasm for teaching or even by the
instructor’s personality. Such an almost unanimous vote of confidence
received by instructors in the present study suggests that the OSU
emphasis on training GTAs prior to their teaching in the program, along
with careful coordination of their work throughout the academic year,
produces fruitful results.
Another trend identified by the study concerned new or early
introduced courses. The learner’s awareness of insufficient fluency and
proficiency may come from the perceived or―as often is the case―real
accent. Lack of explicit teaching of phonetic and phonological rules in
Elementary Russian classes leads to fossilization of the learner’s accent.
Moreover, the ACTFL guidelines do not emphasize accurate articulation
as one of the goals or global tasks for any level of proficiency, including
the Superior level. Such a neglect of the pronunciation aspect of the
language is indeed based on the ACTFL’s standards. The question
remains: Should we adhere blindly to those standards or should we
follow the learners’ need and our belief that language learning is not only
about vocabulary and grammar, but also about other elements of fluency,
whether perceived by the learner or incorporated in the ACTFL’s
standards? I am leaving this question open for my readers.
The results of the study discussed in this paper do not provide a
panacea for all problems faced by Russian programs in the U.S.
Moreover, not all potential problems were revealed or even studied at
great length in this research project. I am opening the floor for colleagues
in other Russian programs to share their concerns and offer possible
solutions. My goal was to give a glimpse into the hits and misses in
teaching Russian in one of the biggest Russian programs in the country,
and to start a constructive dialogue that could shed more light on
existent problems.
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